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Praise for Strong ON!


“If you want to cling to your excuses for not getting into and maintaining great overall physical condition, then don’t buy Pat Flynn’s Strong ON!. This book is a one-stop shop for your overall fitness plan (including diet), and it can be done in a manageable amount of time with minimal equipment. It sounds like it’s on you to get in shape!”


—Jim Madden, PhD, professor of philosophy, former world Brazilian jiujitsu champion, and author of Ageless Athlete


“The Maestro of Minimalism does it again! Pat has put together the best dang collection of kettlebell workouts I’ve ever laid eyes on. This spectacular stash of routines is tough on weakness, gentle on the joints, and forges an uncompromising, jealousy-inducing physique that you’ll be eager to show off any chance you get. If you get one book on kettlebell workouts this year, make it this one. Excuses off—Strong ON!”


—Aleks Salkin, author of The No BS Kettlebell and Bodyweight Kickstart Program


“Pat Flynn’s book, Strong ON!, is, perhaps sadly, the book we all wanted in 2004. The clarity Pat shares of buying, using, learning, and coaching (. . . and sweating) fulfills our expectations of the magic promised by the kettlebell and the kettlebell community two decades ago. I’m asking out loud, ‘Where was this book then?’ Well, time only goes one direction, so here is the book now. Pat continues to amaze us with his sound (and simple) teaching points and the section on organizing training weeks is worthy of the university classroom. Of course, it’s the workouts that most will look for . . . and Pat delivers here. I found this a fun read but overwhelmingly informative. If you have only room for one kettlebell book on your bookshelf, Strong ON! is the one you want.”


—Dan John, author of Never Let Go
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INTRODUCTION



Growing up, like many kids in the ’90s, my days were dominated by video games and the allure of tasty, unhealthy snacks. My main physical activities? Sitting and resting. As a result, I became noticeably heftier than my peers. It wasn’t easy being the most rotund among my friends—or worse, rivals. It was, in fact, a source of repeated embarrassment. Quite often I found myself crafting imaginative excuses (like “Sorry, Mr. B, I need to . . . floss my cat”) just to avoid gym class.


The turning point? Winning a wet T-shirt contest. As a dude.


See, during my middle and high school years, I was part of a rock band (you’ve likely never heard of us). My bandmates, who I naively considered friends, had a knack for playfully pointing out the keyboardist’s and my most . . . robust features. One day, they held a mock election to decide who was the “Porker Supreme” between the two of us (how democratic, I know!). Being a typical middle schooler, I went along with this ridiculous scheme, albeit grudgingly. And thus, a memorable and painfully embarrassing story was memorialized in my little book of life.


Humiliating as this moment was, it did set a new trajectory for me, one with a far greater concern for health. So, this is not a sob story, ultimately; it’s mostly just reporting.


Like pretty much everybody who sets out on some grand, life-changing fitness adventure, I was extremely confused about how and where to start—that is, how to lose weight and build muscle and then sustain it. My mother, a devotee of the latest dieting fads, had an impressive collection of infomercial products and diet books amassed in the basement. I thought that might be a good starting point. However, it quickly dawned on me that the real challenge wasn’t the scarcity of information but rather the overwhelming abundance of it—and much of it questionable. Everybody had an opinion. Run or lift weights? Low fat or low carb? Multiple small meals or extended fasting?


Ay yi yi.




See This?


Throughout this book, I’ve peppered in some boxes. These additions ultimately offer two reading paths: a straightforward one for those wanting the core message and a detailed one for those keen on understanding the principles shaping my advice, or just making note about something I feel is helpful to share, even if not essential.





But then a sort of fitness blessing was bestowed. While my buddy and I drove around one day after school, we noticed a free trial lesson offered at a local martial arts studio. We popped in, almost as a joke, because we had nothing better to do. But the joke, as it happened, was quickly on me because I loved every minute of it. I finally felt like I had found an outlet to develop myself. So, I signed up. (Only problem was, I didn’t have any money, so I bartered cleaning bathrooms for tuition.)


Long story short, martial arts, specifically, tae kwon do, was when real transformation started to happen. At least for me. I was lucky enough to train under a real guru of sorts who steered me away from so many fitness gimmicks and false starts and kept me focused on the proper fundamentals of eating and effective lifting.


By the time I entered college, I could see my abs, a reality I never thought possible just a few years earlier. I wasn’t “huge,” but I was fit. I had dropped considerable weight, built a substantial amount of strength, and was well conditioned.


Immediately, I joined the collegiate tae kwon do team.


Somnath Sikdar, my coach at the time and now a good friend (best friend? We’ll have to see what he gets me for Christmas), was an absolute specimen. He had all the physical features I wanted—ripped, explosive, densely muscled. He looked hard and hit harder. His secret? I had to find out.


At this time, my exercise routine was effective but cumbrous and somewhat wasteful. Som taught me about kettlebells and how I could reduce my exercise time substantially, which was important now that life was getting more hectic. Even when I was in college, I didn’t have all the time in the world, and certainly I don’t now. Efficiency was a selling point.


I’m not going to get into all the details of training with kettlebells now because, well, that’s what this entire book is about. But I will say this: While I had a decent grasp of the fundamentals of effective exercise at this point, kettlebells allowed me to increase my efficiency magnificently and have, frankly, a lot more fun with the routines themselves. Training time decreased while results continued to increase, and I found myself becoming better conditioned overall for tae kwon do.


Here is my hope and aim for this book. I was fortunate to have all the fitness BS systematically eliminated by having a couple of good coaches—straight shooters with nothing purportedly magical to sell. I want to provide that same service for you. Coaches = shortcuts. Because a coach is like a trail guide: They can’t walk the path for you, but they can chart the path and walk beside you, helping show the true way to real results, offering the necessary course corrections as various obstacles or impediments arise.


A NEVER-ENDING LIST OF FITNESS MYTHS


In the realm of fitness, there’s a cacophony of claims, often touted with unwavering confidence, that are very likely, if not undeniably, untrue. These assertions, despite occasionally containing a nugget of truth or residing at the far end of extremities with reality located somewhere in between, lead to much confusion and many false starts.


For instance:


•“Eating [fat] [carbs] [frequently] [late at night] makes you fat.”


•“Spot reduction works.”


•“You need a gym membership to get fit.”


•“Cardio is the holy grail of weight loss.”


•“Crunches are the path to a flat stomach.”


•“Lifting weights makes you bulky.”


•“Breakfast is the most important meal of the day.”


•“Breakfast is inconsequential.”


•“You can offset a poor diet with exercise.”


•“Soreness is the gauge of a productive workout.”


•“Supplements are a surefire solution.”


•“Supplements are perpetually futile.”


•“You must exercise every single day.”


•“You should steer clear of daily workouts.”


•“Muscle magically transforms into fat when you cease exercising.”


•“High-protein diets jeopardize your kidneys.”


•“As you age, building muscle becomes an impossible feat.”


And the list goes on.


What’s the veritable truth amid this web of myths? Sometimes, it’s a straightforward negation (“No, high-protein diets do not jeopardize your kidneys”). In other instances, the truth lies within the spectrum of two equally false or misleading assertions (“Some supplements, coupled with an effective exercise routine and balanced diet, can indeed provide benefits”). Occasionally, the matter is more nuanced (“While daily workouts are possible, prudent management of variables, particularly intensity, is key”).


On the other hand, there are statements that, from a technical standpoint, are true but can be misleading or overly simplistic in practice. Take the claim that “all calories are created equal,” for instance. It is accurate in the sense that a calorie is a unit of measure for energy. However, it’s essential to recognize that not all calorie sources are equal in terms of their overall impact on health and fitness. Foods rich in essential nutrients, fiber, and other advantageous compounds like antioxidants and fatty acids provide more comprehensive nutrition and better support overall health and fitness goals than calorie sources primarily composed of so-called empty calories—commonly found in the typical American diet. I mean, this is just common sense, right? Consider two individuals with equal calorie intake: One consumes a balanced diet of lean protein, fruits, vegetables, and healthy fats, while the other’s diet consists solely of Keebler Fudge Shoppe cookies. Undoubtedly, their physical appearance, overall well-being, and quality of life will diverge significantly, despite sharing identical caloric intake.


IN SHORT, HERE’S WHAT TO EXPECT FROM THIS BOOK


Simple, no-nonsense instructions for minimalist fitness success. You won’t just learn the basics here; you’ll discover how to piece together workouts into an effective weekly plan based on your goals. Moreover, I’ve included 101 straightforward, written-out kettlebell workouts, which you can just plug and play. Why 101? I don’t know. I just like uneven numbers. They smell nice.


In addition, I offer a unique and somewhat internet famous 300 Swings Kettlebell Challenge for you to indulge whenever you feel daring. Also, I share the simplest yet oh-so-scientific approach to eating that I know how to give.


Finally, I should probably say something (more) about myself. It’s important, I feel, to make known that I am not just another guy with pretty genetics (my genetics suck, lol) offering trendy fitness advice online. Instead, I am somebody who had their life truly transformed by coaches who had—out of respect for themselves and others—zero time for BS, and I became ferociously inspired to pay it forward.


As you’ll learn in the next chapter, my philosophy about fitness—the philosophy of Strong ON!—is both minimalist (getting the most from the least) and generalist (being good to great at almost everything). I’ll explain each in detail, but I can already hear the skepticism about the latter point: “Are you suggesting it’s better to be a jack-of-all-trades than a master of one?” Not exactly. A generalist can master multiple domains without being the absolute best in any single one. Mastery and being the “world’s best” aren’t synonymous; the generalist—or expert-generalist—thrives in this space: jack-of-many-trades and master of . . . quite a few!


Case in point: me. I’m a proud generalist. In fact, I penned the book on generalism, How to Be Better at (Almost) Everything (BenBella, 2019) and have authored works spanning from fitness to philosophy.* My life mirrors my eclectic writing: from a master of science in philosophy to a black belt in tae kwon do, from a music creator—I cover ’80s party metal solos on YouTube (hit the QR code below for my cover of Van Halen’s “Eruption”) and gig heavily with my Milwaukee-area band Poundcake—to an entrepreneur who has run an online business for nearly two decades, allowing me and my wife to homeschool our five children. Life is busy. But good and full.


[image: image]


In the realm of fitness, I consistently keep my body fat below 10 percent without resorting to medical intervention or “special vitamins.” My capabilities—if we can call them that—include executing muscle-ups, pistol squats, and one-arm push-ups. Besides, I boast commendable stats in classic lifts—a testament being my recent triumph in a pull-up competition at a local smoothie shop where I achieved twenty-nine (strict!) reps, a little reminder to myself that “Dad’s still got it.” While I don’t chase accolades at national fitness events, put me in a decathlon of fitness challenges—strength, mobility, and endurance—and there’s a good chance I’ll rank at the top, even when up against hyperspecialists. They’ll definitely get me at some things, but probably I’ll get them at most things.


So, in short, I do a lot of stuff, and I do all of it—if I may say so—well. People hire me to teach them things, from fitness to business to writing to music, because they see I have command of the material. I am not, nor have I ever claimed to be, the best in the world at any one thing that I do; I’m not the best at fitness (whatever that means), the best writer, the best musician, or the best martial artist. I strive for greatness, not best-ness, and you should, too. Why? Because it’s easier and better and almost certainly healthier to be electively diverse than it is to be the best in the world at any one thing.


Important clarification: I’m not proclaiming unparalleled excellence but rather highlighting achievable broad-spectrum success, which is not reserved just for prodigies. I’m just a regular guy—really! (If you recall, I failed on the advice of picking rich, genetically gifted parents and not getting fat in the first place.) I didn’t have enormous early fitness advantages, but I did eventually get some awesome coaches who provided practical advice and encouragement—and that is just what I hope to provide for you. Because the cliché, at least in my case, is true: If I can do it, then anybody can do it, at any time. Including you.


Let’s begin.





* As of writing this book, my most recent works in philosophy include the popular level book The Best Argument for God (Sophia, 2023) and the scholarly article “Is Grounding Essentially Ordered Causation?” (the Review of Metaphysics). My other fitness-related works include Paleo Workouts for Dummies, Fast Diets for Dummies, and Paleo All-in-One for Dummies—all pretty good books, I think, just with admittedly terrible titles.
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ALL FITNESS IN A SINGLE SENTENCE


To thrive in fitness, do this: Lift with gusto several times a week, nearing technical failure to boost strength and muscle; make metabolic resistance training your time-saver; walk and stretch daily; feast on natural foods and protein, keeping a tab on calories; go easy on booze; and get some quality shut-eye.


In that admittedly complex sentence lies the road map to fitness. Adhere to these guidelines and witness transformative results. Stray from them, and you’re in uncertain territory. (To be clear, these are broad principles, compatible with a wide range of specific exercise and diet strategies.)


The aim of this chapter is clarity. As I mentioned in the introduction, the fitness journey can be obscured by overwhelming (mis)information. I’ll delineate the foundational principles affirmed by science and personal experience.


Let’s start here: There is a saying in fitness circles that there is no one-size-fits-all approach. While the sentiment is something I appreciate—insofar as we’re trying to invite everyone to success and suggesting there is room for personal preference—it’s not entirely accurate. We really do know what works for people—all people, always, and in all places—and some of these things are immutable truth, like training against resistance if you want to grow muscle and controlling calories if you want to drop fat. In that sense, what works is just what works, and nobody is exempted. However, one can adhere to universal principles through a variety of programs, and that’s where there is considerable room for personal preference and lifestyle considerations. Yes, you need to resistance train if you want to build muscle, but you can resistance train with kettlebells, barbells, dumbbells, or your own body weight. Moreover, you can resistance train through different set and rep schemes and experience similarly awesome results. So long as the basic principles are implemented, and consistently so, success can be found through a surprisingly large number of different approaches (kettlebell or dumbbell, barbell or body weight, heavy weight and lower rep, lower weight and higher rep, etc.). However, if the basic principles are not implemented, and consistently so, no approach will fare better than any other.


Same with diet: So long as certain targets (e.g., caloric) are hit, it doesn’t matter so much what specific approach you take—Mediterranean, intermittent fasting, Paleo, keto, vegetarian, etc.—again, so long as the principles are implemented, and consistently so.
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AN IMMEDIATE CLARIFICATION


Unfortunately, brevity can sometimes cloud clarity. While I champion natural foods, I don’t categorically condemn all processed ones. In fact, some processed items, like certain protein supplements (we’ll discuss these later), are undeniably beneficial despite being “processed.” The real emphasis here is on favoring foods close to their natural form—like lean meats, fruits, veggies, nuts, and seeds—while being wary of items with extensive ingredient lists that lack substantial nutritional value while being extremely easy to overconsume. (I’m casting a side-eye at you, Mr. Sour Cream and Onion Potato Chip. With ridges? Get out of here!)





I understand there is nothing particularly sexy or, for many, revolutionary about these statements. But we have to be absolutely clear about why people—including people consistent in their efforts—do not get the results they want in and out of the gym. It comes down to this: Even if they are consistent, they simply don’t work hard enough. They train without sufficient intensity or focus—they put in the reps, but the reps are not effective reps.


There is another saying often heard in fitness circles that the best program is the one you can stick with. But again, consistency is only (to use philosopher speak) a necessary but not sufficient condition for success. One can, as many do, apply consistent efforts to a mediocre training plan and wind up pretty much in the same place a year, five years, ten years from now as they are today. We all know people like this. They show up and they do put in the work, consistently so, but it is not the sort of work that makes much difference. Please don’t get me wrong. All activity is good for health—on that front, almost no physical activity is ineffective in the sense of being wasteful, though certainly one can be more or less efficient, as with anything. Here I am talking about wanting to get stronger, build muscle, and lean out. You need to be consistent, yes, but you also need to be accurate (choose the right exercises) and intense (work hard at them).


So, the best program isn’t just the one you stick with but the one you push yourself hardest in, ensuring exercises are both challenging and beneficial. That last part matters quite a bit, since just because an exercise is “difficult” doesn’t mean it’s beneficial. Many exercises are difficult yet amazingly useless—as in not easy to perform but mostly, if not entirely, a waste of time for getting the results most people want. Performing a single-leg dumbbell row upon a BOSU ball* is, for many people, rather difficult. But is this exercise really the best use of one’s time if they’re trying to maximize strength and muscle gain? Definitely not. The point isn’t that there is not, nor could never be, a justifiable purpose for exercises like the one named above. It’s just that many people perform them simply because they feel (or look) difficult when sticking with the basics (squats, deadlifts, presses) would be far more effective. Remember, foundational exercises are foundational for a reason.


Again, my plan is to make all this simple for you. In the coming chapters, I will begin to spell out fundamental kettlebell exercises and describe how to perform them optimally. You won’t have to guess when it comes to exercise selection—I’ll do all of that for you when it comes to the workout programming. Nevertheless, I feel it’s important for you to understand what’s guiding my hand on this and why I am not a “variety for variety’s sake” kind of guy. Generally, fewer exercises done with greater intensity are better for everyone, especially when those exercises are the big compound lifts we know get the best overall results.
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